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this dispute in the interest of furthering positive relations with China, in particular economically. In recent years Malaysia has also improved its political and military relations with the U.S.; the two countries have long enjoyed strong economic ties.
Malaysian policy thus can be viewed as seeking a balance between the two great powers -improved economic ties with China lessen Malaysian economic dependence on the U.S., while stronger political and military ties with the U.S. help hedge against Chinese dominance in Southeast Asia. Malaysia will continue to promote strong bilateral relationships with both countries, promote their ties to ASEAN, and continue to promote resolution of the South China Sea disputes on a multilateral basis through ASEAN.
Malaysia's Great Power Balance and the South China Sea Disputes
The South China Sea has in recent years become a hot spot in international conflict stemming from overlapping claims on the islands in this vast area among China, Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, the Philippines, and Taiwan. China's assertiveness towards Vietnam and the Philippines has been especially noteworthy over the last two years.
While the disputes are long-standing problems among the claimants, some of the conflicts have intensified due to a number of reasons, including access to the region's abundant fishing resources as well as the potential of significant oil and gas deposits that could be more easily located and exploited using advanced technology.
The United States is not a party to any of the disputes, but the Obama Administration's "rebalance" towards the Asia-Pacific has increased America's profile in the region at a time when many of the region's disputants seek to hedge against China's increasing influence. The U.S. has a key interest in preserving the South China Sea as a global commons, as U.S. trade and investment in the region is significant, and the region's economic vitality is a key component of global economic well-being. U.S.-China relations have also come to further complicate the disputes, with the U.S.
encouraging China to be a responsible international player, as the two countries' economic relationship becomes more intertwined.
While the claimants hold on to their positions and pursue different options to maximize their interests, Malaysia appears to pursue a non-confrontational approach in the sovereignty dispute, which differs markedly compared to Vietnam and the Philippines. Malaysia seeks a pragmatic relationship with China, emphasizing the two countries' rapidly strengthening economic ties above all other issues. In many ways, Malaysia's approach to China resembles its dealings with the United States, a more 2 longstanding economic and trade partner to which Malaysia owes much credit for its economic prosperity over four decades. Although the economic relationship remains robust, Malaysia is also strengthening its military ties with the U.S. -though it has not increased significantly its own defense spending, an indicator of its sanguine view of China as a direct military threat.
Can Malaysia achieve its goals of continued economic prosperity and political sovereignty by taking pragmatic approaches to both the U.S. and China, thus balancing between the two powers? What is the prospect for a peaceful settlement of the dispute between Malaysia and China? Will this pragmatism endure under new leadership in China, potentially new leadership in Malaysia, and eventually new leadership in the U.S.?
It appears that 1) the firm but conflicting views of Malaysia and China on the sovereignty of certain parts of the Spratly Islands is unlikely to be resolved definitively in the near future; 2) both countries will seek to downplay this dispute in the pursuit of stronger economic ties and 3) Malaysia will continue to foster close economic and military ties with the U.S., both to safeguard its economic prosperity by maintaining a diversified set of trade partners, and to counter potential Chinese aggressiveness in the South China Sea. In the meantime Malaysia will continue to advocate an expanded role for ASEAN in seeking resolution of the disputes, in line with its consistent policy of seeking to strengthen ASEAN.
Background
The recent increase in tension between China and several of its neighbors regarding sovereignty of large parts of the South China Sea has not extended to Malaysia, even though it has long claimed parts of the Spratly Islands that China also has never been stronger. It is my hope that this cooperation will be sustained long into the future." 45 The Obama administration's "rebalance" towards the Asia-Pacific region coincided with Najib's emphasis on improving Malaysia's relations with its key international partners, including the U.S. 46 In his April 2010 speech in Washington, Najib said "Malaysia, in particular, welcomes the Obama Administration's endorsement of multilateralism as the preferred route to problem-solving. We also welcome its endorsement of ASEAN's centrality in regional processes." 47 The stronger U.S. focus on ASEAN under Obama dovetailed with Malaysia's longstanding push to increase the effectiveness of that multinational grouping and its ties to both the U.S. and China. Obama, saying that Najib went through principles that are very similar to what the U.S. has also articulated with respect to the need to resolve the issue peacefully through dialogue, the need to make progress on a code of conduct, the principle of respect for international law, the applicability of UNCLOS, the need for a multilateral process to resolve these territorial disputes among parties, and adherence by all to the guiding principles. any acts that contravene the international law on EEZ and continental shelves. It is totally unacceptable that we can't have it in the joint communiqué." 57 In the end no communiqué was issued -the only time since the AMM was first held in 1967 that no such document was issued at the meeting's conclusion. 58 Widespread speculation pointed to Cambodia acceding to Chinese pressure to resist any mention of the South China Sea disputes in the communiqué; the record indicates that Cambodian intransigence played the deciding role in canceling the communiqué. 59 The Cambodian foreign minister reportedly blamed "two countries" for the lack of the communiqué, 7. We underscored the significant importance of DOC as a historic document which reflects the collective commitment of ASEAN Member States and China to promote peace, stability, mutual trust and confidence in the South China Sea.
Secretary of State
8. We reaffirmed our commitment to continue to effectively implement the DOC in full, to enhance maritime security, and to encourage the parties concerned to resolve territorial and jurisdictional disputes by peaceful means, in accordance with the universally recognized international law, including the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).
9. We emphasized the importance of exercising self-restraint by all parties concerned in the conduct of activities which may complicate or escalate disputes and affect peace and stability in the region, and to resolve their differences peacefully.
10. We agreed to use the existing dialogue mechanisms between and among the ASEAN Member States and China at all levels to promote mutual trust and confidence. We agreed to enhance favorable conditions for a peaceful and durable solution of differences and disputes among the countries concerned.
